House Set to Vote on $286.4B H ghway Bil
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Inits last act before leaving for its summer recess, the House is to
approve what coul d be the biggest public works programof the decade, a
$286.4 billion highway and transit bill that will get construction
projects noving and create jobs across the country.

"Jobs, jobs, jobs," House Speaker Dennis Hastert, R-Ill., said Thursday
in describing the legislation that the House is expected to take up and
overwhel m ngly pass |late Thursday. He cited estinmates that every $1
billion spent on hi ghways generates 48, 000 j obs.

Wth passage of the six-year bill, lawrakers will be able to return
horme this week for the August recess with bragging rights about new
roads, bridges, bus terminals or bike trails they have secured for
their constituents.

The Senate also will vote on the nmeasure before the end of the week,
endi ng what has been a nearly two-year deadl ock over |egislation that
everybody wanted but no one could agree on

The 1998-2003 hi ghway bill, funded at $218 billion, expired in

Sept enber 2003. Congress on Wednesday had to approve the 11th tenporary
extension of the old act to keep prograns running until a new pl an
coul d be approved.

Slowi ng the | egislative process was a Wiite House veto threat over
congressional anbitions to spend well over $300 billion on the nation's
infrastructure, as well as dissension anong the states over the fair
distribution of federal highway noney.

The president has agreed to the $286.4 billion price tag and has said
he will sign the bill.

The final product, for the 2004-09 period, includes nore than $50
billion for transit projects and $6 billion for safety progranms. States
wi Il be guaranteed, by 2008, a return of at |east 92 percent of their
contributions to the federal H ghway Trust Fund through gasoline taxes.
Under current law, states are assured a 90.5 percent return on

contri butions.

The bill, said Sen. JimJeffords, |I-Vt., who heads the mnority on the

Senat e Environnent and Public Wrrks Committee, "will make our nation's

roads and bridges safer and | ess congested and create thousands of jobs
fromcoast to coast."

St ephen Sandherr, chief executive officer of the Associated Genera
Contractors of Anmerica, praised congressional negotiators for coming up
with the best possible bill during a time of tight federal budgets, but
said nore spending is needed to neet the nation's pressing
infrastructure needs. "W're basically filling holes," he said.



Even before the final list of new projects was officially announced,

| awmakers were | auding the benefits they would bring their
constituents. Sen. Joe Lieberman, D Conn., spoke of a new $50 million
fund to |l essen congestion on Interstate 95 in his state, while Sen. Kit
Bond, R-M., said he had secured $50 million for Kansas City's Paseo
Bri dge.

The final bill is expected to contain thousands of such projects, which
budget wat chdogs condem as "pork" but | awmrakers say are essential to
their conmmuniti es.

In the |l ast session of Congress, the House Transportati on Comittee
sought as much as $375 billion for the bill, citing the inportance of
fixing deteriorating highways and bridges that are blamed for thousands
of fatal traffic accidents every year

But with the federal budget deficit reaching record levels, the Wite
House insisted on a far lower level, and threatened that the president

woul d veto any bill that added to the deficit or increased taxes.
On the Net:
Information on the bill, HR 3, can be found at http://thomas. | oc. gov/
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